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Cooperation and conflict or confrontation in international affairs have long 
preoccupied the scholars of international relations, not to mention practitioners who 
have to deal with it almost on daily basis.

It is a theme that often visits and is revisited in both academia and the world of 
diplomacy. The Trump administration re-introduced the element of confrontation in 
international affairs while the Biden administration has been trying to coin the term 
collaborative competition. The raison d’etre and target of both strategies are surely 
China.

However, the events and trends of the first quarter of the 21st century have brought 
the world to such an interconnected and globalized level that no matter what a leading 
country in global affairs like the U.S. does, it proves difficult to change the tide of 
history. A quick look at some of China’s trade figures for Q1 2021 presents supporting 
proof. China’s trade with the U.S. has recorded substantial growth during the period 
despite the effects of the trade tariffs, global pandemic and negative air in the U.S. 
Congress. 

Pros and Cons 
of Cooperation 
in China-U.S. 
Relations

(source:  freeimages.com)
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China's exports to the U.S. soared by 62.7 percent year-on-year between January and 
March of 2021, while its imports from the U.S. rose by 57.9 percent, according to the 
figures released by China’s Ministry of Commerce.1 The U.S. exports to China also 
surged, especially in the areas of energy, agricultural products, automobiles and auto 
parts.

The economic recovery pace between the two countries is picking up, said Gao 
Feng, the spokesman of China’s Ministry of Commerce. The economic and trade 
structures of both countries are highly complementary, and that there is huge potential 
for cooperation, he said. China views mutual benefits and win-win situations as the 
essence of China-U.S. economic and trade cooperation, he added.

Exports to the EU, China’s second largest trading partner, rose 24% in April 2021 
to $39.92 billion, while imports climbed 43% to $26.79 billion. That is despite the 
recent dispute about the European Parliament suspending the ratification of the 
Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI). Chinese exports to Australia, which 
has an ongoing dispute with Beijing, recorded 20% increase in April to $5.25 billion, 
while China’s imports from Australia rose 49% to $14.87 billion. 2

1    hong Nan, “Ministry: China-US Trade Surges in Q1,” China Daily, April 15, 2021, https://www. 
chinadaily.com.cn/a/202104/15/WS60780723a31024ad0bab5d2e.html.
2    Evelyn Cheng, “China’s trade with the U.S. and Australia grew in April despite tensions,” CNBC, May 7, 
2021, https://www.cnbc.com/2021/05/07/china-exports-imports-trade-data-april-2021.html.
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History as well as the recent events in the international arena clearly indicate that 
cooperation has been, is and will be an indispensable part of international relations no 
matter what may mar it occasionally, whether it be world wars, global epidemics or 
changing national security strategies. 

What is worrying though is attempts at exclusion. Canada’s Alberta province has 
just reportedly ordered its major universities to suspend the pursuit of partnerships 
with individuals or organizations linked to the Chinese government over what it 
calls national security concerns.3 It is disappointing to see these kind of attempts in 
fields such as science and trade which can only serve the well-being of, and benefit, 
the mankind. Businesses worldwide, regardless of their country origins, cry out loud 
about the shortage of semiconductor chips caused by similar exclusion attempts, 
forcing them into unusual practices. Tesla, the U.S. electric carmaker has decided to 
make upfront payments to tackle the chip shortage and “secure its supply of critical 
3    teven Chase and Robert Fife, “Alberta orders major universities to suspend pursuit of new partnerships 
with China,” The Globe and Mail, May 24, 2021, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/politics/article-alberta-
orders-major-universities-to-suspend-pursuit-of-new/.
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materials,” according to the Financial Times.4

Multiple business and other interest groups that represent components of public 
opinion raise their voices in support of cooperation in U.S.-China relationship with 
dramatic statistics showing the extent of damage done to the areas they represent. 
A recent 564-page White Paper issued by the American Chamber of Commerce 
in China (AmCham) stated: “China is a priority market for over two thirds of 
our [AmCham] members and our surveys indicate that nearly 85 percent are not 
considering relocating manufacturing or sourcing from the China market.”5 The 
White Paper added, “In order to be globally successful, American companies need to 
be competitive in the China market. A wholesale decoupling of the U.S. and China 
economies is in neither country’s economic interest.”

This striking evaluation of the effects of the Trump administration’s policies show 
clear damage done to the America business community in China, not to mention the 

4    “ Tesla set to pay for chips in advance in bid to overcome shortage,” Financial Times, May 27, 2021, 
https://www.ft.com/content/49459668-7eab-4589-8338-059e06b9fd8a.
5    “American Business in China 2021 White Paper,” American Business Chamber in China (AmCham), 
2021, https://www.amchamchina.org/white_paper/2021-american-business-in-china-white-paper/.

（A view from Shanghai, China's financial hub, which is home to increasing number of American 
companies in the world's second largest economy）



Pros and Cons of Cooperation in 
China-U.S. Relations 7

TI Observer · Volume 08

rural and small town America’s producers and manufacturers in the heartlands of 
grassroots support for both Trump and Biden.

When mostly exclusion-oriented news are coming from the other side of the Ocean, 
China has taken a series of inclusive decisions, further opening its doors to American 
businesses in a space of two weeks in May 2021 alone.

BlackRock, an American multinational investment management corporation, which is 
the world’s biggest investment group was given a go-ahead by Chinese authorities to 
run a wealth management business. 6

In another landmark decision, global investors are to be given powers to chase 
Chinese debtors into the Chinese mainland. Under the new deal, courts in China will 
recognize Hong Kong insolvency proceedings. 7

Chinese regulatory authorities have also given approval to Goldman Sachs, an 
American multinational investment bank and financial services company, to run a 
wealth management business in China with a 51% majority stake  in a joint venture 
with China’s state-owned commercial bank ICBC’s subsidiary. 8

These examples show two competing paradigms in the minds of decision-makers in 
Beijing and Washington: a collaborative and inclusive one versus an exclusion-based 
confrontational one.

A scholarly experiment in the field of international relations made through a 
prisoner’s dilemma(PD) game has shown that countries cooperate more when they 
can communicate. 

The PD game is a useful tool in international relations theory as it is representative of 
conflict and cooperation situations among nation-states. Two parties are locked in a 
situation in which each has two options: “cooperate or defect (e.g., enter into a trade 
agreement or not, increase or control arms, begin an armed conflict or not).” 9

6    BlackRock wins approval to run wealth business in China,” Financial Times, May 12, 2021, https://www. 
ft.com/content/3fd79007-e556-4f04-aa6e-43557652890f.
7    “Global investors get power to chase Chinese debtors into mainland,” Financial Times, May 25, 2021, 
https://www.ft.com/content/b5ea88fd-45f6-4763-bb19-c30745c035ae.
8   “Goldman wins approval for wealth management deal in China,” Financial Times, May 25, 2021, https://
www.ft.com/content/263c5b4a-8c29-485a-8b25-20f74c04ae7d.
9    Stephen J. Majeski and Shane Fricks, “Conflict and Cooperation in International Relations,” Journal of 
Conflict Resolution, vol. 39, no. 4 (December 1995).
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In this case, the authors developed an experiment in which nation-states are 
represented as groups and can communicate with one another. Two groups, each 
consisted of three human subjects, interacted for 10 iterations of a prisoner's dilemma 
game as well as an altered version of the game. The authors conducted 79 of these 10 
iteration trials to test the effects of communication, including a withdrawal option, on 
groups' ability to cooperate. Results showed that groups cooperate more and defect 
less when they can communicate. Most groups appeared to be motivated by fear of 
the opponent, yet communication proved to be a good mechanism for alleviating fear. 
However, a small but significant number of groups are motivated by greed in which 
case communication was not very effective.

The experiment is quite illustrative of the current state of international affairs. It 
also clearly illustrates the kinds of difficulties exposed in two-actor non-cooperative 
variable-sum games. It helps us understand what governs the balance between 
cooperation and competition.

As communication is essential for cooperation, which in turn manage competition, 
Beijing and Washington should continue to seek further avenues for dialogue. 
Although a sweeping “EAGLE Act” (Ensuring American Global Leadership and 
Engagement Act), to counter China was presented to the U.S. Congress on May 27, 
2021, surely the world would be better off and safer through cooperation rather than 
competition and confrontation. 

（The relationship between 
zero-determinant (ZD), 
cooperating and defecting 
strategies in the iterated 
prisoner's dilemma (IPD) 
illustrated in a Venn diagram. ）
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1. Is there a strong case for cooperation rather than competition and
confrontation between China and the U.S., and if so, what is it?

The international system has undergone fundamental changes over the past two 
decades. The international power structure, global economic outlook, and geostrategic 
landscape have changed drastically. China’s rapid economic development and 
some spectacular achievements in a variety of areas have given rise to widespread 
apprehension and anxieties among U.S. politicians and scholars. Against this 
background, the U.S.-China relationship has entered a period of strategic transition 
in which we have witnessed more and more competition and rivalry due to various 
economic and political reasons. 

A crucial dimension has also been gaining weight, however: the ever-deepening 
relationship of mutual interdependency between the two nations. Economically, they 
are extremely important partners to each other. Politically, they are both permanent 
members of the United Nations Security Council, sharing common responsibilities in 
global politics and security. They both play significant roles in maintaining regional 
and global stability. That is to say, the stable relationship between China and the U.S. 
has become an increasingly important prerequisite for global peace and prosperity. 
Neither country can afford to engage in a stark military confrontation which neither 
can be certain of winning. 

Why Is China-U.S. Cooperation Critical to 
Global Stability and Prosperity?

Interview with Prof. Guo Xinning

Guo Xinning
Senior Fellow of Taihe Institute

Professor and Senior Director of International Program at School 
of Public Policy and Management, Tsinghua University
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the 
Author
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Their relationship of mutual interdependency has served and will continue to serve as 
the driving force for cooperation between the two sides. It is absolutely vital that the 
leaders of both countries understand that reality and the necessity for cooperation—
for the sake of their mutual interests and the well-being of all the people in the world.

2. In the current fast-changing and tense international environment,
what issues are at stake if China and the U.S. do not cooperate?

Cooperation will be critical not only to the normal development of bilateral relations, 
but also to global stability and prosperity. As they are the two major influential 
countries in the world, the state of affairs between the U.S. and China has a very 
strong impact upon both the global economy and global security. The negative 
repercussions for the current international system will be felt immediately if the 
U.S. and China fail to join hands. Global economic development will stagnate—
as happened during the Trump era, when the U.S. launched a de facto trade war on 
China and the status quo of global economy, especially the world trade system, was 
seriously undermined. In terms of global security, it will become more difficult to 
provide resolutions for the hotspots that have been disturbing global and regional 
security, and indeed setbacks will likely occur. As Singaporean Prime Minister Lee 
Hsien Loong put it in his keynote address at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore 
on 31 May 2019, “Even short of outright conflict, a prolonged period of tension and 
uncertainty would be extremely damaging. Many serious international problems like 
the Korean situation, nuclear non-proliferation, and climate change cannot be tackled 
without the full participation of the U.S. and China, together with other countries.” 
Without joint and concerted efforts from the U.S. and China, it will also be difficult 

(source: unsplash.com)
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for the U.N. and other international organizations to come up with effective measures 
should a new serious crisis appear.

3. How can they cooperate while competing?

Friction and competition among 
nations is to be expected due to 
differing national interests, values, 
and perceptions. The U.S. and 
China have been able to maintain a 
relatively cooperative relationship 
since President Richard Nixon’s 
ice-breaking trip to China in 
1972 despite the existence of 
various differences and conflicts 
of interest. If we are to draw lessons from the experience of managing the bilateral 
relationship in the past, it is clear that the two nations must do three things:

• Maintain and display a high sense of common responsibility. It is their common
responsibility to avoid the worst-case scenario in bilateral relations for the interests
of the populations of the two countries as well as of the whole world;

• Develop a grand vision of bilateral relations. Both sides should be sober-minded
and keep in mind a clear picture of the overall relationship to avoid being haunted
by differences on minor issues or partial conflicts of interest. A strategic far-
sightedness beyond the constraints of the times is needed, as proved by the great
leaders in the early 1970s when the two countries were still in the state of serious
confrontation and hostility;

• Exercise political will and wisdom. It is observed that political differences between
China and the U.S. have become a source of tension. The U.S. is getting frustrated
that the political change it desires in China has not happened but remarkable
economic growth has, while China is becoming anxious about the ongoing U.S.
policy change towards China. Although it will be impossible for the two countries
to discard all their differences, there is a possibility to coexist in their differences
and frictions if they have the political will to keep away from a final showdown
and the wisdom to come up with concrete measures to defuse tension and contain
the trend toward further escalation in time of crisis.

(source: pixabay.com)
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4. How to anchor U.S.-China relations to prepare for potential storms
ahead?

As China’s overseas interests have expanded in the process of its ever-deepening 
integration into the international system, the U.S.-China relationship has entered a 
period of uncertainty during which ups and downs will be inevitable. However, the 
prospect of the bilateral relationship developing in a stable manner exists as long as 
the two countries both have the will and show their sincerity. To that end, they must 
learn how to manage and control their differences in ideas and conflicts of interest in 
four ways. 

First, agree to disagree. Imposing their own will upon each other will be 
counterproductive, leading to deteriorating relations. Efforts should therefore be made 
jointly to overcome or at least temporarily bypass differences so as not to darken the 
overall relationship. With the passing of time, differences that seem important at the 
beginning may become less important. 

Second, acknowledge the legitimate interests and rights of the other side and show 
respect for their vital interests. No country is willing to compromise on such matters, 
and undesirable consequences will occur if the red lines of either side are touched or 
crossed. 

Thirdly, maintain dialogue and communication in times of potential crisis. This would 
help defuse tension and prevent further escalation due to misunderstandings.

Fourthly, cultivate a code of conduct. Establishing rules for the game among nations 
will help make the development of their relations more predictable and prevent 
unintended crises.

5. Are China-U.S. relations a zero-sum game?

The concept of the zero-sum game can no longer be applied because of the 
relationship of mutual dependence that has emerged between the U.S. and China. 
That concept does not fit the general trend towards cooperation and coordination in 
state-to-state relations in the contemporary world. More importantly, neither side 
stands to gain from such a game. There would be no winner economically. The trade 
war launched by the U.S. has proven this. The economic advances that might have 
been achieved on both sides through normal exchanges failed to materialize. 
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It is also the same in security. The security cooperation between the two countries 
maintained in recent decades, promoting the security of both as well as global and 
regional stability, will be seriously undermined if either side seeks to weaken the 
security of the other. Such acts would make both sides less secure because of a 
possible vicious cycle of hostility. Clearly, it would be irresponsible for the U.S. and 
China to adopt a zero-sum approach toward the issues in their relationship. 

6. Might third countries accept a zero-sum strategy in their relations
vis-a-vis- Washington and Beijing? Do their “allies” have to choose
a side, given the intertwined relations they have with both—often
more economic ties with Beijing and more politico-military ties with
Washington?

The great majority of third countries will be unwilling to accept a zero-sum strategy 
in their relations with Washington and Beijing. For many, choosing sides would be 
a dilemma. Lee Hsien Loong has said that “in a new Cold War, there can be no clear 
division between friend and foe. Nor is it possible to create NATO or Warsaw Pact 
equivalents with a hard line drawn through Asia, or drawn down the middle of the 
Pacific Ocean.” He voiced desire that “the U.S. and China find a constructive way 
forward, competing certainly, but at the same time cooperating on major issues of 
mutual interest,” adding: “The bottom line is that the U.S. and China need to work 
together, and with other countries too, to bring the global system up to date rather 
than upending it.” 

(source: unsplash.com)
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Dr. Mahathir Mohamad, former Prime Minister of Malaysia, once observed in an 
interview that, “I will choose a rich China, not an unpredictable U.S., if I have to. As 
a neighbor of 2000 years, China has never attempted to conquer us, but Europeans 
came to Southeast Asia in 1509 and occupied Malaysia in two years.” 

Even U.S. allies would have a hard time choosing sides. Most have benefited 
from close economic ties with China. With the ever-interwoven relations between 
international politics and economics, it would be almost impossible to enjoy economic 
benefits from China while siding with the U.S. politically. 

7. Can China and the U.S. reset their relationship? What would the
parameters of such a reset be?

The two countries have already made efforts to reset their relations—as seen in recent 
interactions, such as high-level dialogue. The term “normal track” may be more 
appropriate than “resetting” going forward because the relationship has undergone a 
period of confrontation and turbulence rarely seen since normalization began in the 
early 1970s. 

In my personal view, although the top leaders on both sides have expressed desire to 
improve bilateral relations, both countries have yet to make substantial and concrete 
efforts to remove measures put in place to obstruct normal economic relations, or to 
resume normal social and cultural exchange, restore bilateral platforms of dialogue 
and communication that have been out of action for the past few years, or avoid acts 
undermining the vital interests of the other side.

8. In your areas of expertise, what common or complementary
interests do China and the U.S. have? Do they need common interests
or complementary interests in order to cooperate?

Common and complementary interests are the drivers for cooperation. Without 
them there would be no motivation for cooperation among nations. The U.S. and 
China enjoy a broad range of common and complementary interests both in bilateral 
relations and in the international system. A close and strong economic relationship 
would benefit both sides because they are huge markets and sources of foreign direct 
investment for each other. In security, there is a lot of common ground. Historically, 
they joined up in the war against Fascism during the Second World War and formed 
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de facto strategic cooperation against Soviet expansion in the 1970s and 1980s. 
The contemporary world faces numerous security challenges, traditional and non-
traditional. As permanent members of the UNSC, the U.S. and China share a common 
responsibility to preserve international peace and stability at global and regional 
levels. Serious security issues such as international terrorism, piracy, and armed 
robberies on sea lines of communication (SLOC), proliferation of weapons of massive 
destruction, and regional armed conflicts all call for sincere cooperation between the 
U.S. and China. Their sound and constructive security relationship would improve 
not only the security environment they each face, but also the atmosphere for security 
cooperation globally and regionally. This, in turn, would promote the security of the 
two nations and the world at large.

(source: pixabay.com)
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Harmony or Antagonism?
Cooperation & Competition in 
China-U.S. Relations (Part II)

1. Introduction

Relations between China and the United States are currently the most complex 
bilateral issue for both countries. Over the past nearly seventy-two years, the 
relationship has gone through a major transformation from military conflict to high 
tension, however, during the same period there has been reason to find common 
ground in trade, climate change and international crises. Today, the two governments 
stand in the middle of a crisis not necessarily of their own making, but rather, 
provoked by the previous U.S. administration.

(source: canva.com)
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As we mentioned in Taihe Institute Observer’s April 2021 issue, while both countries 
may not share common stances or interests on many issues, they do have a sound 
track record of working together on some of the most complex issues facing the 
world. Critically, resolving the current state of U.S.-China relations could be the 
defining moment in 21st century international relations.

Were the situation to deteriorate into a new Cold War the consequences could be dire 
due to changes in technology, strategies, international actors, and political aspirations. 
This scenario brings to the fore the importance of cooperation between all global 
stakeholders, particularly regarding communication between major powers such as 
China and the United States. In our last issue we underlined how greater engagement, 
improved communication and a willingness for reconciliation will ultimately guide 
China and the U.S. to a peaceful and mutually beneficial coexistence.

There have already been substantial efforts made towards cooperation such as the 
Alaska talks and the Shanghai climate meeting between the U.S. and China. Ongoing 
sensible diplomatic efforts for cooperation by Beijing and Washington are the way to 
prevent misunderstandings and troubling divergence. 

A scholarly experiment in international relations using the prisoner’s dilemma game 
showed that countries cooperate better with open lines of communication at their 
disposal. Details of that experiment are in our commentary section.

Taihe Institute Observer has dedicated its April and May 2021 issues to the 
cooperation theme of U.S.-China relations. This Part 2 in the series identifies 
further areas of collaboration and explores the specifics of the ones our April issue 
highlighted. The next (June) issue will focus on competition in the U.S.-China 
relations with thought-provoking views. Whether cooperation or competition 
dominates U.S.-China relations, challenges are best tackled by constructive 
engagement and the pursuit of win-win outcomes.

2.1 Are China-U.S. Relations a Zero-Sum Game? 

More than 40 years after the establishment of diplomatic relations between China and 
the United States, the two countries are competing in almost every domain, from trade 
to technology and from maritime rights to lunar exploration. As competition becomes 
the primary dynamic in U.S.-China relations, a growing consensus holds that the two 

2. Analysing Cooperation Theme in IR and China-U.S. Relations



Harmony or Antagonism?
Cooperation & Competition in China-U.S. Relations 18

TI Observer · Volume 08

countries are retreating from a win-win world and marching into a new cold war in 
which winning requires the other’s defeat. This idea, however, is an overstatement. 
It overlooks the specificity of our current political realities and imputes a level of 
fragility that has not existed for many years. China and the U.S. may have structural 
and perceptual gaps on many fronts, but their capacity to endure and manage those 
differences is greater than many tend to assume. The relationship is not destined to 
fall apart. 

While analysts often draw parallels between now and the geopolitical landscape in 
the decades following World War II, U.S. relations with China fundamentally differ 
from those with the former Soviet Union during the Cold War era. The U.S.-Soviet 
relationship was primarily defined by an ideological clash: the Soviet Union wanted 
to build a world of communist countries while the United States wanted to create one 
that was more democratic and capitalist in nature. 

In contrast, the current rivalry between China and the U.S. is mainly located in the 
economic and technological spheres, and although the political and military aspect 
of the competition is increasing over time, it is a far less defining feature than it was 
for Washington and Moscow. As Chinese President Xi Jinping stated at the high-
level 2017 meeting titled “CPC in Dialogue with World Political Parties”, China does 
not import foreign models or export its own. It does not require other countries to 
replicate its own mode of development, and it will never seek hegemony or embrace 
expansionism.1

In an interview with the Chinese state-run Xinhua News Agency last year, State 
Councilor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi pointed out that today’s China is not the 
former Soviet Union. “China does not export ideology,” Wang said, adding that China 
is a “firm defender” of the international system and does not seek to replace the U.S. 
in the current world order.2

In the past, conflicts between countries could largely be handled at the governmental 
level. But in recent decades, as stakeholders in the prevailing international order have 
grown in number and variety, simple transactional behavior in foreign policy has 
become increasingly less viable for managing disputes. Politics in today’s world is 
not a zero-sum game. The net outcome from any competition cannot be zero, and one 
power’s gain does not equal a competitor’s complete loss. 
1  “Xi Jinping’s Speech at the CPC in Dialogue with World Political Parties High-level Meeting,” Xinhua Net, 
accessed April 10, 2021, http://www.xinhuanet.com//politics/2017-12/01/c_1122045658.htm. 
2  Wang Yi’s Exclusive Interview with Xinhua News Agency on Current China-US Relations,” Xinhua Net, 
accessed April 10, 2021, http://www.xinhuanet.com/2020-08/05/c_1126330111.htm.
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Over the 40 years since China’s reform and opening up to the world, U.S.-China 
relations have become more extensive, varied, and interdependent in terms of both 
each other and the global system as a whole. Their relationship is now supported 
by more diverse interests and constituencies. For one thing, in the current age of 
globalization, China is deeply integrated in supply chains involving both the US and 
its allies. These economies are co-dependent, with supply chain interconnections 
binding them together in peace and prosperity. In other words, as the world’s two 
largest economies, the viability of the U.S.-China relationship has now become 
supported by more constituencies. 

Major disputes between China and the U.S. jeopardize the interests of all the 
nations that benefit from the prevailing order, while many governments are averse 
to the evolution of “Group of Two” spheres of influence situation where they will 
automatically alienate one by aligning too closely with the other. Lack of cooperation, 
not to mention the complete decoupling that many have proposed, will ultimately 
create a situation where the whole world bears the cost.

Since Joe Biden assumed the U.S. presidency on January 20, 2021, Washington 
did not initially signal a de-escalation in trade tensions with China. Although U.S. 
trade representative Katherine Tai told the Financial Times in early May that she 
expected to meet her Chinese counterpart, Liu He, soon3 , and that she and Liu had a 
virtual meeting on May 27, the legacy of the trade policy of Biden’s predecessor, 
Donald Trump—particularly its condemnation of China’s IP and technology transfer 
practices—may continue or even intensify. 

This trade confrontation has 
yielded no winner thus far: 
both the U.S. and China have 
suffered substantial losses 
due to their unilateral tariff 
retaliations, including such 
negative externalities as job 
losses and stock market shocks. 
This has caused spill-over 
effects for other key players, 

including Canada and Australia, and the paralysis of the World Trade Organization 
after the U.S. blocked the election process for the WTO’s Appellate Body since 2016. 
In short, this is a negative-sum competition that could leave no winners. 

3　“Top US Trade Envoy Signals Intention to Meet Chinese Counterpart Soon,” The Financial Times, 
accessed May 12, 2021, https://www.ft.com/content/93eaf975-ff0c-44dc-ace6-8d4e46f6ed57.

(source: canva.com)
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Equally important to these discouraging developments, however, is the impact 
of shared challenges that have consolidated a sense of solidarity between the two 
countries since the end of the Cold War. No state can still consider its national 
security solely a function of the areas in its close proximity. Rather, amid issues such 
as climate change, infectious disease, terrorism, and arms proliferation, the security 
of one country is tightly linked to the security of all. Security risks are no longer 
exclusively military in nature, and these new transnational problems cannot be solved 
solely by the effort of a single country or a handful of countries alone. 

The COVID-19 crisis has highlighted the fact that no country can afford to foment a 
new form of global division that recalls the worst moments of the Cold War. China 
and the U.S. are subject to the constraints of interdependence that require them to 
foster a habit of working together for the well-being of all countries and people. 
While engaging with one another in areas of mutual concern may create more room 
for friction, especially as the Biden presidency is scoring global attention under the 
pledge “America is back,” the increased understanding and dialogue it occasions may 
help manage the impact of disagreements. 

Although competition between China and the United States has become increasingly 
intense, the two countries’ relationship is not as brittle as many assume and the danger 
of collapse or of the emergence of the kind of hostility that existed during the Cold 
War is arguably small. In today’s world the opportunity costs of frictions are high. 
This is not just because of the lost opportunities to cooperate and benefit, but also 
because of the fact that other countries are understandably unwilling to take difficult, 
costly, or contentious steps in relation to transnational issues unless they are confident 
the two superpowers have reached a basic consensus on the need for such action. As 
Biden said on September 23, 2020 in Nevada, he does not regard US relations with 
China as a zero-sum game. “There’s a lot at stake in this relationship,”4 Biden said 
when asked about Xi’s telling the UN General Assembly that China had “no intention 
to fight either a cold war or a hot war with any country.”5

2.2 Instruments of Cooperation

Whether or not Beijing and Washington can minimize their divergences depends 
4　“China-US relations not a zero-sum game, says ‘tough’ Joe Biden,” South China Morning Post, accessed 
April 10, 2021, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3102831/china-us-relations-not-zero-
sum-game-says-tough-joe-biden.
5　“Full text: Xi Jinping’s speech at the General Debate of the 75th session of the United Nations General 
Assembly,” CGTN, accessed April 10, 2021, https://news.cgtn.com/news/2020-09-23/Full-text-Xi-Jinping-s-
speech-at-General-Debate-of-UNGA-U07X2dn8Ag/index.html.
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largely on how conducive they find their cooperation instruments. Both sides can 
make substantial progress through bilateral and multilateral capacities. 

Despite the pandemic, the new U.S. administration made a breakthrough in hosting 
the first ever US-China high-level face-to-face talk in Anchorage, Alaska in March 
2021. Though rhetoric overshadowed substance, the meeting signaled mutual will to 
discuss and explore after the previous U.S. president’s rampage of tweeting. 

Bilateral dialogue is imperative and should be further encouraged to lay the ground 
for both sides to address pressing issues and their differences. Such a bilateral 
platform has higher chance of compromise since it involves quasi-technical issues. 
However, more instruments are available for the two to work on a wide range of 
urgent regional and global issues, ranging from economics to politics to security. 

At regional and multilateral levels, no other fora are more pragmatic and conducive 
than those in the ASEAN and East Asia, where the U.S. and China have held 
respective spheres of influence for decades. Thus far, the U.S. and China have utilized 
high-track diplomacy in these regions through fora such as the ASEAN-U.S. Summit, 
the ASEAN-China Summit, the ASEAN Regional Forum, and the East Asia Summit 
(EAS). However, for the two to harness their cooperation potential, other players in 
these platforms need to encourage it rather than divide them by taking sides or sitting 
on the fence. In ASEAN, for instance, the South China Sea issue would be dealt with 
faster through the ASEAN and China’s expedition of the Code of Conduct to reinforce 
the regional order, removing causes for military confrontation between China and 
the US and its allies, especially Japan and Australia. ASEAN member states have 
important roles in this expedition process. 

(source: canva.com)
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Through the East Asia Summit, which consists of 18 members led by ASEAN, key 
players such as Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and Russia have influential voices 
and should minimize the risk of discontent between China and the U.S.. Japan, South 
Korea, Australia, and New Zealand are close U.S. allies, and supporting U.S.-China 
confrontation would endanger their own interests in such issues as North Korea’s 
nuclear weapons build-up near South Korean and Japanese territories and China’s 
trade measures against Australia as the spillover effect of US-China trade war. 

When Washington-Beijing cooperation runs into setbacks at the global level, 
especially in international forums such as the UN Security Council and the WTO, the 
two can deal with pressing issues in a bilateral or regional setting. 

Economic diplomacy is another cooperation instrument in superpower relations. 
Negotiating economic deals can get cross-sectorial tension under control. Such 
economic diplomacy would also positively shape further U.S.-China interactions. The 
China-EU Comprehensive Agreement on Investment (CAI) testifies that is possible to 
move from a competitive mindset to a cooperative one. In that case, the lifting of tit-
for-tat sanctions between the EU and China made it possible to reach a deal. China 
has pledged that it will not allow ideological differences to influence the negotiations 
on the deal, which was a clear green signal.6 Both parties possess the diplomatic 
capacity to overcome the obstacles before the ratification process. Economic relations 
between the U.S. and China can assume the same model. The postponed negotiations 
on the U.S.-China Bilateral Investment Treaty7 (BIT) are expected to resume under 
the new administration and will surely help secure lucrative U.S. interests in China. 

Although bilateral cooperation instruments may be more practical at this stage, a 
broad range of multilateral instruments also provide opportunities. Reforming the 
WTO, IMF, and World Bank will certainly demand Beijing-Washington coordination. 
The Biden administration has so far avoided Trump-style responses to the WTO 
Appellate Body’s work, responses which deadlocked the resolution of trade disputes 
and other relevant multilateral issues. Facilitating other actors’ roles, including 
the EU, Japan, Australia, and New Zealand, through the platforms like G-20 and 
the Bretton Woods institutions, could create promising prospects for China-U.S. 
cooperation. 

6　“EU-China Investment Deal in Doubt, Businesses Caught in Geopolitical Crossfire,” China Briefing, 
March 26, 2021, https://www.china-briefing.com/news/eu-china-investment-deal-in-doubt-businesses-
caught-in-geopolitical-crossfire/.
7　 William Reinsch, “Opportunities for U.S.-China Trade Cooperation,” CSIS, September 22, 2017, https://
www.csis.org/opportunities-us-china-trade-cooperation.
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2.3 What is broad-based cooperation as opposed to interest-based cooperation? 
Can China and the U.S. move their cooperation to a broad-based one from the 
interest-based format with the latter having proven short-lived so far?

There have been many proven opportunities for the United States and China to 
cooperate on specific issues, including but not limited to climate change mitigation, 
counterterrorism and nuclear non-proliferation. While some of the ‘interest-based’ 
cooperation efforts have proven successful, others have failed to create a lasting 
impact. To improve their overall relations, the U.S. and China should attempt to 
engage with each other in the framework of a ‘broad-based’ cooperation. Engagement 
using this approach could potentially lead to lasting resolutions of points of conflict, 
whereas ‘interest-based’ cooperation often has too narrow of a focus to resolve 
fundamental disputes between the two countries. 

First and foremost, it is important to define cooperation in the context of international 
relations. Robert Keohane’s definition, widely accepted by international relations 
scholars globally, states that cooperation occurs “when actors adjust their behavior 
to the actual or anticipated preferences of others, through a process of policy 
coordination.”8 Additionally, this definition implies that cooperation between 
countries provides all actors with gains and that each country’s behavior is directed 
towards specified goals. Another scholar, Joseph Grieco, states that cooperation is 
promoted when there is a balanced distribution of gains.9

The idea of ‘broad-based’ cooperation requires an improved bilateral relationship 
between the U.S and China, but this form of cooperation can also be achieved 
through international institutions. As described by Steven McGuire in Cooperation 
in International Political Economy, “cooperation can also be understood as a process 
where states comply with international agreements they are parties to, and where they 
refrain from taking unilateral action to solve a collective problem.”10

The U.S. labeled China as a strategic competitor in 2017, but some of the actions 
taken by the Biden administration may slowly be laying the foundation for 
improvements in communications and relations between the two countries.11 On 
8　Steven McGuire, “Cooperation in International Political Economy,” in Airbus Industrie (Palgrave 
Macmillan, London, 1997), 15-25. 
9　Helen Milner, “International Theories of Cooperation Among Nations,” in World Politics 44 (Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), 468-9.
10　Steven McGuire, “Cooperation in International Political Economy,” in Airbus Industrie (Palgrave 
Macmillan, London, 1997), 15-25.
11　Demetri Sevastopulo, “Trump Labels China a Strategic ‘Competitor’,” Financial Times, December 18, 



Harmony or Antagonism?
Cooperation & Competition in China-U.S. Relations 24

TI Observer · Volume 08

April 15-16, 2021, both sides’ Special 
Envoys for Climate met in Shanghai. In the 
joint statement released after the meeting, 
the two parties highlighted that they are 
committed to “cooperating in multilateral 
processes, including the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate 
Change and the Paris Agreement.”12

When it comes to the climate crisis, 
engagement in a multilateral context is a 
key component for the development of a 
‘broad-based’ cooperation, helping move 
the issue from an “interest-based” one 
as most countries shape their domestic 
climate policies around their own interests.

Moving forward, the U.S. and China should seek to drop many of the labels used in 
policies directed at each other. The U.S. frequently drops terms such as “strategic 
partner” and “responsible stakeholder” while China often calls for a “new type of 
great power relations.”13 These terms are indicative of a common desire to work 
together, but the focus should instead be on developing a detailed agenda based on 
broad and shared interests and goals. Efforts should also stipulate topics that are 
nonnegotiable: for China, the U.S. should not make provocative measures on subjects 
such as Taiwan, and China should not downplay U.S. concerns on intellectual 
property rights. 

With a mutual understanding of the benefits of cooperation, respect for each other’s 
core values, and the possibility to have a positive influence on the global community 
both economically and in the security sector, the U.S. and China can and should 
cooperate and reduce the tensions in their relationship. When each country feels 
secure that their core interests are being preserved, they can move beyond working on 
precise topics and towards more general matters. 

2017, https://www.ft.com/content/215cf8fa-e3cb-11e7-8b99-0191e45377ec.
12　“U.S.-China Joint Statement Addressing the Climate Crisis – United States Department of State,” U.S. 
Department of State, April 19, 2021, https://www.state.gov/u-s-china-joint-statement-addressing-the-climate-
crisis/.
13　He Yafei, “US-China Relations: From Cooperating Rivals to Competing Rivals,” The Diplomat, August 
30, 2018, https://thediplomat.com/2018/08/us-china-relations-from-cooperating-rivals-to-competing-rivals/. 

(source: canva.com)
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2.4 Do China and the U.S. need common interests or complementary interests to 
be tempted to cooperate?

Using the definitions of various categories of a state’s interests as described by scholar 
Thomas W. Robinson, common interests and complementary interests play different 
roles in different stages of the development and maturity of the relationships between 
two nations. Common interests are areas in which states have identical assessments, 
evaluations, and approaches to a particular issue. Complementary interests, on the 
other hand, may be similar but not identical, which leaves room for discussion and 
debate, but does not guarantee agreement14. In the case of the current rivalry between 
the U.S. and China, identifying and working on complementary interests would likely 
lead to a higher level of cooperativity than solely focusing on common, or shared, 
interests. 

Differing but complementary interests can both serve as the building blocks for better 
and mutually beneficial agreements. The ensuing cooperativity functions as in biology 
where enzymes or receptors that have multiple binding sites display: binding of one 
ligand alters the affinity of the other site. In such a model, other subunits are also 
stimulated for possible further cooperation.15

In periods of ‘great power competition’ countries are likely to stick to their core 
principles as maintaining domestic support and approval are crucial for such 
competition. This leaves little room for negotiation in the sphere of common interests. 
In recent years, the U.S. has turned its focus away from being a part of the ‘opening 
of China’ to instead pursue a policy of containment. With respect to identifying purely 
common interests, the options of avenues to pursue are getting limited. 

Instead, there are many issues that the U.S. and China can address using their 
complementary interests as a means for neutralizing the tension in their relations. As 
stated by Roger Fisher, William Ury, and Bruce Patton of the Harvard Negotiation 
Project in their guide Getting to Yes: Negotiating Agreement Without Giving In, 
“agreement is often made possible precisely because interests differ.”16

14　Thomas W Robinson, “A national interest analysis of Sino-Soviet relations,” International Studies 
Quarterly 11, no. 2 (1967): 135-175.
15　“Allosteric Interactions,” Chemistry Libretexts, December 2, 2020, https://chem.libretexts.org/Courses/
Knox_College/Chem_322%3A_Physical_Chemisty_II/04%3A_Enzyme_Kinetics/4.06%3A_Allosteric_Interac
tions#:~:text=Cooperativity%20is%20a%20phenomenon%20displayed,ligand%20to%20a%20binding%20
site.
16　Roger Fisher, William L. Ury, and Bruce Patton, Getting to yes: Negotiating agreement without giving in 
(Penguin Books, 2011). 
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One such example of a subject meeting this criterion is the possibility for the U.S. 
and China to use the denuclearization and unification of the Korean Peninsula as a 
manner of working together towards a common goal, albeit with different priorities 
and objectives. 

Both Beijing and Washington would benefit and experience challenges as a result of 
the denuclearization and unification of the Korean Peninsula. China is an important 
actor for North Korean economy and security; as a result of the widespread sanctions 
imposed on the North Korea, nearly all trade is facilitated through China, ultimately 
guaranteeing the existence of its economy. Although North Korea provides a buffer 
between China and the presence of the U.S. in Japan and South Korea, the financial 
and security risks involved may outweigh the benefits of the status quo. As long as the 
current antagonistic situation continues, there is always a risk of a conflict drawing in 
outside powers, including the U.S.. 

Denuclearization would provide the United States with a victory for its nuclear 
nonproliferation campaigns, but it would also eliminate a justification for stationing 
a significant U.S. military presence in Northeast Asia.17 Clearly, the U.S. has interests 
in maintaining its military presence in the region, because it allows for continued 
surveillance and deterrence towards China. 

Although there are unique advantages and disadvantages to the current situation of 
the Korean Peninsula for both the U.S. and China, there is always a risk of a new 
escalation between North Korea and South Korea, which can ultimately create further 
challenges for both powers. As a result, both China and the U.S. have incentives 
to end the conflict on the Korean Peninsula. To achieve peace, neither the U.S. nor 

17　Sung-han, Kim, “US-China Rivalry and the Future of the Korean Peninsula,” the Asian Forum, August 
31, 2018, http://www.theasanforum.org/us-china-rivalry-and-the-future-of-the-korean-peninsula/.  

(source: canva.com)
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China will receive their desired outcomes for each step of the process. By practicing 
the basic concept of give-and-take, the U.S. and China would open channels for 
further diplomatic communication and could learn to work together on other global 
issues, even if the two parties disagree on the ideal approach to a resolution.  

Outside of the realm of denuclearization and nonproliferation, the U.S. and China can 
take advantage of distinct interests and priorities to work towards achieving stability 
in other regions as well. One such timely example would be the case of Afghanistan, 
where the U.S is currently withdrawing its military forces after a nearly two-decade 
presence in the country.

Following the disintegration of the Soviet Union and the establishment of independent 
states in Central Asia, the United States and China began to compete further for 
influence in this region. Central Asia is important for the connectivity and expansion 
of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, and the U.S. values strong relations in the region 
for developing military partnerships for counterterrorism efforts and promoting 
energy security. While the U.S. and China may be at odds for influence in many 
countries in Central and South Asia, the two countries have an opportunity to work 
side by side in Afghanistan, which is situated on the crossroads of Central Asia and 
South Asia, and contribute towards the establishment of lasting peace and stability in 
the country. 

(source: CGTN)
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In both the Trump and Biden presidencies, the removal of U.S. armed forces from 
Afghanistan became a foreign policy priority. The U.S. Military has had a presence 
in Afghanistan since 2001, and, according to the U.S. Department of Defense, total 
military expenditure in Afghanistan from October 2001 to September 2019 equaled 
$778 billion18. 

While the U.S. and its NATO partners have been the most prominent foreign forces in 
Afghanistan, there is significant potential for China to contribute to the establishment 
of peace in the country. 

The U.S. seeks the establishment of a peaceful and stable Afghanistan so that it can 
reduce its military expenditure in the region. Due to the exorbitant costs of military 
involvement in the country, the American public want to turn a page on the ‘endless 
wars’ of the Middle East and other regions. In order to justify a military withdrawal, 
the U.S. needs to achieve a level of confidence in the stability of the country. 
It is also in China’s interests to promote stability in Afghanistan, albeit for different 
reasons. Afghanistan borders China’s Xinjiang region, which is one of the most 
important components of China’s domestic security policy. Improved stability and 
a general reduction in terror activity in Afghanistan would lessen the chances of 
extremist spillover into China’s western provinces, thus benefiting China as a whole.

Similarly, stability in Afghanistan would prevent another form of spillover that 
would be of interest to China. One of China’s most important partners in the South 
Asia region is Pakistan, which would benefit greatly from peace and stability in 
Afghanistan. Pakistan is a crucial component of China’s Belt and Road Initiative, but 
the country is heavily influenced by the Afghanistan situation. More than 1.4 million 
Afghan refugees are registered in Pakistan, creating a financial and social burden for 
the people of Pakistan19. With this situation solved, Pakistan would also experience 
greater stability and prosperity, thus benefiting China’s existing footprint in the 
country.

In both cases, it is clear that the U.S. and China can benefit from the same outcome, 
even if the contributing factors and justifications diverge from each other. There 
may be hesitation on both sides about engaging each other in fields such as conflict 
resolution, but even cooperation at the simplest levels can open the door for improved 
communications and the possibility for engagement on a greater number of issues. 
18　Reality Check Team, “Afghanistan War: What Has the Conflict Cost the US?,” BBC News, April 15, 
2021, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-47391821. 
19　Shannon Tiezzi, “Du Youkang on China’s Stake in Afghanistan,” The Diplomat, May 4, 2021, https://
thediplomat.com/2021/05/du-youkang-on-chinas-stake-in-afghanistan/. 
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2.5 Exploring possible areas of U.S.-China interdependence and strategic 
partnerships

There are a number of areas both sides either have an existing interdependence 
relationship, such as semiconductors, or can easily create strategic partnerships which 
can facilitate cooperation, mutual trust and help manage discord?

However, in recent years, there has been attempts by the Trump administration 
to break this cycle and decouple both sides. This has been observed in various 
industries; the U.S. is pushing initiatives to increase semiconductor and microchip 
production outside of China, source new reserves of rare earth minerals, and remove 
pharmaceutical facilities and production of medical supplies from China. Despite 
these actions, there are numerous categories where the U.S. and China can, and 
should, form strategic partnerships to work towards common goals. Three examples 
include joint efforts to combat climate change, cooperation on space exploration, and 
the development of strategic communications for the development of semiconductors 
and other emerging technologies.  

Space exploration is a unique example 
where Washington and Beijing can 
form a strategic partnership. Space 
exploration and military technology 
development are closely related, and 
Washington and Beijing view one 
another as each other’s top military 
competitor. Although adversarial 
in countless other categories, the 
U.S. and China currently have the 

opportunity to work together to create a stable space race, similar to the previous 
agreement between the U.S. and Soviet Union’s civilian space programs. 

One point of contention between the U.S. and China in the defense sector is the 
development of anti-satellite technology and weaponry20. If China and the U.S. 
were to work together on civilian space projects, the two nations would be able 
to achieve a greater understanding of each other’s intentions in space exploration, 
ultimately building trust especially on the issue of intellectual property. Working 
together on space exploration would involve sharing of technology and intelligence, 

20　Jacqueline Feldscher, “Biden Space Advisors Urge Cooperation With China,” Politico, January 12, 
2021, https://www.politico.com/news/2020/12/20/biden-china-space-448529.

(source: CGTN)
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and Washington's frequent complaints  about what it claims to be efforts to steal its 
intellectual property and military secrets. Working together in this capacity could 
provide an opportunity to implement new policies and test China’s adherence to 
policies protecting intellectual property rights. 

The U.S. and China are actively pursuing a strategic partnership to address global 
climate change. In the April 2021 leaders’ virtual climate summit, China’s President 
Xi Jinping stated that climate change should not be used as a bargaining chip 
in geopolitics21. This indicates that the issue of climate change is an idea that is 
considered to transcend any political or economic hang-ups. 

Through these negotiations, China and the U.S. have exchanged promises on 
what steps each country will take to work towards the common goal of limiting 
the warming of the planet by 1.5 degrees Celsius. In the latest discussions, China 
has, for example, set ambitious goals for itself, such as phasing out all coal power 
production by 204522. Closing coal-powered plants this rapidly in a country of 1.4 
billion people will require incredible initiative, dedication, and innovation, but if done 
correctly, China can use this as an opportunity to prove its ability to meet the terms 
of agreements and demonstrate reliability to international partners, thus strengthening 
the potential for greater cooperation between the U.S. and China.

2.5.1 Technology

Technology, often a point of contention between the United States and China, also 
provides a space where Beijing and Washington can facilitate engagement and build 
mutual trust. In recent months, semiconductor production and availability have 
become a critical subject in the ongoing escalation of tensions between the U.S. and 
China. Rising political tensions have fueled a global shortage of microchips, as the 
U.S. largely considers China’s involvement in chip production to be a threat to its 
national security. 

In an attempt to unblock the obstruction in the global supply chain of semiconductors, 
Chinese and American entities initiated a cooperative effort in March 2021. The 
21　Steven Lee Myers, “Despite Tensions, U.S. and China Agree to Work Together on Climate Change,” 
The New York Times, April 18, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/17/world/asia/china-us-emissions.
html.
22　Xiaoying You, “China Should ‘Rapidly’ Close 186 Coal Plants to Help Meet Its Climate Goals, 
Study Says,” Carbon Brief, March 26, 2021, https://www.carbonbrief.org/china-should-rapidly-close-
186-coal-plants-to-help-meet-its-climate-goals-study-says#:~:text=Xiaoying%20You,-25.03.2021%20
%7C%203&text=New%20research%20has%20identified%20that,%E2%80%9Ccarbon%20
neutrality%E2%80%9D%20by%202060.&text=The%20plan%20would%20see%20China,2C%20
pathway%2C%20the%20study%20says.
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Sino-U.S. Semiconductor Industry 
Technology and Trade Restriction 
Working Group was formed after 
negotiations between the China 
Semiconductor Industry Association 
and the American Semiconductor 
Industry Association23. The purpose 
of this new organization is to hold 
dialogues on industry developments; 
exchange information about policies 
related to export controls, supply 

chain security, and encryption; and strengthen exchanges to build a resilient global 
semiconductor value chain. 

Following this announcement, the American Semiconductor Industry Association 
stated that the organization is committed to working with the U.S. government on the 
shared goal of enhancing American semiconductor competitiveness while protecting 
national security24.

2.5.2 Artifical Intelligence (AI)

Cooperation in technology is not just limited to existing technologies, but should 
also include emerging and developing technologies that could become a source 
of competition between the U.S. and China. Although a broad term, Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) is a field in which the U.S. and China can fully decouple or can 
form a strategic partnership to minimize discord. AI has wide ranging impacts across 
many industries, ranging from manufacturing to education and from transportation to 
healthcare25. 

Because of Artificial Intelligence’s applicability to various industries and its potential 
to improve global welfare, it is not something that should become politicized. The 
U.S. and China have traded accusations of using AI as a geopolitical tool26. Instead, 
23    Riyaz Ul Khaliq, “China, US to Jointly Deal with Semi-Conductor Shortage,” Anadolu Agency, March 11, 
2021, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/china-us-to-jointly-deal-with-semi-conductor-shortage/2172211.
24　Colum Murphy, Yuan Gao, Lucille Liu, Brody Ford, Debby Wu, Jenny Leonard, and Daniel Flatley, “China 
Chip Industry Group Says Working With U.S. Counterpart,” Bloomberg, March 21, 2021, https://www.
bloombergquint.com/global-economics/china-chip-industry-group-says-it-ll-work-with-u-s-counterpart#.
25　Joshua P. Meltzer and Cameron F. Kerry, “Strengthening International Cooperation on Artificial 
Intelligence,” Brookings, March 23, 2021, https://www.brookings.edu/research/strengthening-international-
cooperation-on-artificial-intelligence/.
26　Sarah Zheng, “China, US Must Work Together to Prevent an AI Arms Race, Experts Say,” South China 
Morning Post, December 20, 2020, https://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy/article/3114704/china-us-

(source: canva.com)
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the focus should shift away from who has a technological advantage to developing a 
set of standards for fair and free and open development of technologies. This would 
improve confidence in investing in AI research, as well as minimize the chances of 
weaponizing a technology that has the potential to improve global welfare. 

(source: canva.com)
With a common understanding, the U.S. and China could then pursue their 
AI development programs separately while minimizing global concern for the 
weaponization of technology, maintaining information security, and preventing a next 
generation ‘arms race.’ 

3. Managing Cooperation

3.1 Can cooperation manage international security? 

Building on the Obama administration’s “Pivot to Asia”, the Trump and later Biden 
presidencies seem to have been intent on winding down any cooperation with China 
whatsoever, seeing it as a “competitor” now rather than friend or partner to work 
alongside. Although any cooperation has been tense since the start of Deng Xiaoping 
era (more so post 1989), it is only since the Trump administration that talk of 
“decoupling” has occurred.27 The USA may find it hard to “decouple” from China as 
there is nowhere else on earth to compare when it comes to manufacturing capability, 
let alone many other areas China is proving to be highly capable of day by day.28

27    Liu Nan, “Xi warns against economic decoupling and calls for new world order,” Financial Times, April 
20, 2021, www.ft.com/content/096dd554-499b-468c-b5fa-38b0352941a0.
28     Darrell M. West and Christian Lansang, “Global manufacturing scorecard: How the US compares 
to 18 other nations,” Brookings, July 10, 2018, www.brookings.edu/research/global-manufacturing-
scorecard-how-the-us-compares-to-18-other-nations/.
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Sanctions subsequently launched against China have taken a variety of forms, 
targeting companies such as Huawei as well as some manufacturers of supercomputer 
components due to their alleged “ties” to the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) - 
itself a fundamental misunderstanding of how China works. Concomitant with it 
being at core a Marxist-Leninist state, China has many elements of government in 
its commercial and private sector. Many would suggest this is little different from 
American tech firms helping develop products with their military. Such fundamental 
misunderstandings call for much more bilateral education on how each others’ 
systems work, via study programs and work placements abroad. 

The U.S. and China can work together for positive outcomes on many topics if they 
so wished, with the recent outbreak of internal conflict in Myanmar a case in point, 
and which is being closely monitored by Washington and Beijing. Although rumours 
among protesters claim that China is pro-Junta, there is evidence to the contrary.29 
After all, Myanmar shares a border with China and the two breakaway areas close to 
the border see themselves as part of China, but if the U.S. and China want to avoid 
open civil war in the troubled nation, both sides could combine to intervene and use 
their influence to resolve the impasse and bring an end to the bloodshed. Such an 
outcome would constitute a good example of cooperation managing international 
affairs and security, which would benefit all stakeholders.

It will take careful diplomacy to iron out existing issues between the two sides to 
ensure no irrational decisions are made that may endanger the lives of millions, 
including winding back the alarmism that currently surrounds any and all Chinese 
diplomatic actions. The latter has been very problematic not just for getting any 
formal agreements on the world stage (which has recently warmed towards China) 
but also sits in the background of a recent surge in violence against the Asian/Chinese 
diaspora. 

3.2 Factors affecting cooperation

Despite the current difficult international environment, cooperation between 
Beijing and Washington is taking place at different levels and both sides should 
continue exploring more areas for cooperation. That being said, policy-makers and 
practitioners need to be aware of the factors affecting cooperation and should develop 
a common goal if they are to work together. On the other hand the “China hawks” in 
the West feel there are a number of factors affecting this co-operation. If these are true 

29    Brian Y.S. Wong, “Why China Favors Democracy Over Dictatorship in Myanmar,” Foreign 
Policy, February 26, 2021, https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/02/26/china-myanmar-coup-democracy/.
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reasons in the hearts of the most outspoken critics only they can tell, but a number of 
stumbling blocks include (but are not limited to) the following points :

3.2.1 Change in international perceptions of China as a rising power 

Change in the perception of exactly what China “is” on the international stage has 
been a hot button topic for at least the past 10-15 years with many so-called “experts” 
wrongly describing China as either already surpassing the United States economically 
and militarily, or downplaying China as not nearly as developed as claimed, and 
underestimating Chinese scientific advances and economic progress. Furthermore, 
because of the lack of understanding about Chinese society, the role of the state is 
easily demonised. 

In the West, the growing libertarianism of the right wing parties is seeping into public 
thinking where hostility towards “big government” (or any state at all) points an 
accusing finger at China which has had strong government as a fundamental cultural 
cornerstone for over 2000 years in the form of legalism (to name just one form of 
ancient government). 

This being said, the Western knee jerk reaction should be read in a completely 
different way. Although it is undeniable that China is now being more assertive upon 
the world stage, one could say that the nation is only now acting like a superpower. 
For years, especially during the post 9/11 period, China did not engage in any display 
of its power, both at the UN and during previous international crises. Now, close to 10 
years after Xi Jinping took power, China has transformed and is able to successfully 
project this power, at home, and at sea, both near and far. Since then, Chinese 

(source: pixabay)
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state media has been largely silenced in the UK and even the culturally successful 
Confucius Institutes have come under attack and in some cases closed completely. 

It seems that although talk of China potentially becoming a superpower for so 
many years fell upon deaf ears, for China to simply exercise the power it already 
had has changed Western perceptions from benign to worry and fear. If the West 
wants to “compete” with China, as it is saying30 then more people who actually 
have knowledge and interest in the country should be the ones conducting policy. 
It doesn’t mean they should bow to China’s whim, and that is unlikely. However, 
to combat erroneous perceptions of China, the West should actively use the talent it 
has cultivated over the past few years to propel engagement with China, as a counter 
to the large segments of the current crop of policy-makers and thought leaders who 
perceive China wrongly. 

3.2.2 (US) Alarmism and undermining own strategy 

Ever since 1949, the United States has been overly invested in China’s internal 
matters. Alarmism over Chinese regions, such as Xinjiang, Tibet and some parts of 
the South China Sea are now routinely brought up even though historically Western 
nations recognized that they were parts of China. 

Elsewhere, the Taliban, which the USA initially funded as the so-called “Mujahideen” 
against Russia, and later has fought a long war of attrition in Afghanistan, are well 
known to be sympathetic to causing unrest in the region. If the USA and China don’t 
cooperate on Taliban policy, including during the long awaited American pullout of 
Afghanistan, then the country could easily fall back into war. 

Taiwan is also an issue for alarmism due to the stance of the current ruling DPP party. 
Some US think tank war-game scenarios show that war over Taiwan is unlikely and 
would result in a gruelling stalemate between China and the United States31, a war 
truly in nobody’s interests. Yet still, alarmism over Taiwan is generating news and 
clicks. 

Ultimately this alarmism isn’t just hurting diplomatic relations and trade but also 

30    The Secretary of State for Defence by Command of Her Majesty, “Defence in a competitive age,” GOV. 
UK, March 30, 2021, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defence-in-a-competitive-age/defence-in-
a-competitive-age-accessible-version.
31    David C. Gompert, Astrid Stuth Cevallos, and Cristina L. Garafola, “War with China: Thinking Through 
the Unthinkable,” RAND Corporation, July 28, 2016, https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR1140. 
html.
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having a huge effect on the civilian population of Western countries. Anti-Asian 
racism has seen a tremendous rise since the start of the pandemic and fuel was thrown 
on the fire by the former US president Trump who repeatedly used racially charged 
language to associate the virus with not just the Chinese government, but the overseas 
Chinese diaspora.32 As much as Washington criticises China’s “human rights” records, 
it’s just as easy for Beijing to call out colonial crimes or recently poorly thought-out 
military intervention in the Middle East. 

Politics and international relations are fast becoming a game of tit for tat. Such 
alarmism about China actually undermines the U.S. own strategy towards bilateral 
and global issues of vital importance. Cooperation can mitigate this. John Kerry’s 
visit to Shanghai33 to discuss the cutting of carbon emissions is a good example of the 
West showing that it must work with China for the benefit of mankind in curtailing 
climate change. However, hawkish elements in current Western administrations will 
continue to be a thorn on the side of foreign affairs for the foreseeable future. This is 
becoming so much of a problem that British groups working with China are even 
trying to set up their own push back against hawkish elements, recognising the danger 
they pose to the international order.34

(source: unsplash.com)
32    Allyson Chiu, “Trump has no qualms about calling coronavirus the ‘Chinese Virus.’ That’s 
a dangerous attitude, experts say,” Washington Post, March 20, 2020, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/03/20/coronavirus-trump-chinese-virus/.
33    Roger Harrabin, “China ‘can save $1.6 trillion by scrapping coal’, report says,” BBC, April 19, 
2021, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-56761344.
34    “Message from our Chairman,” UKNCC, April, 2021, https://ukncc.org/our-story.
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On April 18, both China and the U.S. said that they had come to a tentative 
commitment on climate change. Ultimately this is good news and a sign that 
cooperation can be hammered out, even in dire political times. Now that this 
agreement is coming into effect, China will actually gain economically as renewables 
are now cheaper than coal,35 although the retraining of Chinese miners may bite into 
the savings. It will be essential to compensate and make sure its workers have a safety 
net in place, and may need to learn some hard lessons from the UK’s own end to coal. 

In the light of the COVID-19 shock to the world economy, this alarmism and finger-
pointing by the Western governments and press is doing nothing to help their own 
economies get back on track either. Human bridges, private enterprise and the sharing 
of green technology are surely the important components of future bilateral relations, 
although general ill will towards China must first be overcome.

3.2.3 “Ten-foot-tall syndrome” and ensuing insecurity

China has been upgrading and expanding its military capacity in recent years, with 
the People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) modernizing its forces. From military 
parades and armed forces analysis we can see many are worried about this visible 
upgrade although in reality China has actually cut troop numbers and since 2014 
conducted a “slimming down” campaign of the PLA.36 This trend is not unique to 
China as both the USA and UK are also now changing their own military strategies 
and composition of their militaries.

The recent border conflict with India has also been used to paint China as an 
aggressor. The fact that the high-altitude skirmishing was not conducted with guns 
but rather traditional blunt instruments demonstrated that China did not want to start a 
war with a nuclear-armed neighbour and shows that China is committed to the treaties 
it agrees to and that a study of Chinese history shows China rarely goes to war. Such 
a war would be out of character for the leadership even if China becomes more 
“assertive” as some press like to put it. 

Tension over the South China Sea is another flashpoint, where apparently the British 
government is trying to play more of a role in according to “Defence in a Competitive 

35     Roger Harrabin, “China ‘can save $1.6 trillion by scrapping coal’, report says,” BBC, April 19, 
2021, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-56761344.
36     Benjamin Lai, The Dragon’s Teeth: The Chinese People’s Liberation Army-Its history, Traditions and 
Air, Sea and Land Capabilities in the 21st Century (Casemate, 2016), 250.
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Age” paper, published recently.37 However, the paper does not say the United 
Kingdom is preparing for any true confrontation and will content itself to keeping an 
eye on Chinese moves, in the same way that most countries do. China still spends far 
less on its military than the U.S., although the modernisation project is fast sucking up 
more budget. This idea of a “ten foot tall China” could actually be more damaging to 
China itself, as the West overestimates its attack capability and wrongly assumes 
that China wants a confrontation. China needs to avoid a similar miscalculation to the 
one that led to the collapse of the Soviet Union. Furthermore, if the UK saw itself as 
a “Force for Good”38 sending military hardware to a disputed zone 6000 miles away 
from home only shows that this alarmism is spiralling out of control. China does not 
send ships to UK or US waters but rather exercises its zone of control only over area 
close to home with some history of Chinese jurisdiction. China watchers should take a 
post-structural39 approach to identifying how China has acted in the past and study 
the social world of China to see what inroads they can take and defuse any current or 
future conflicts and to avoid a repeat of the current situation.

3.2.4 Does China export a Chinese model abroad or wage ideological warfare? 

Unlike the United States, China does not push its own model abroad or waging 
ideological warfare in the way that it did during the early years of the People’s 
Republic under Mao Zedong. Maoist insurgents in the Philippines, for example, are a 
relic of this era but have not been on good terms with China since the economic 
reforms.40This is in direct rebuttal of the message from the U.S. State Department 
spokesman Ned Price and propogandist media outlets such as Radio Free Asia. 

The closest one could equate to the promotion of a Chinese model abroad would be 
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), which seeks to solidify a nations trade link with 
China and is in no way an “invitation” to either form a union with the PRC or adopt 
China’s unique form of government. Europe for example has deep ties to the BRI 
yet is attracting ire from Beijing due to European brands’ cutting ties over Xinjiang 
alarmism.41

37     The Secretary of State for Defence by Command of Her Majesty, “Defence in a competitive age,” 
GOV. UK, March 30, 2021, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/defence-in-a-competitive-age/
defence-in-a-competitive-age-accessible-version.
38     Mark Mardell, “Global Britain embarks on voyage through dangerous waters,” The New 
European, March 20, 2021, https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/brexit-news/europe-news/hms-queen-
elizabeth-and-global-britain-7805438.
39     Lene Hansen, “Poststructuralism,” in The Globalization of World Politics: An Introduction to 
International Relations (7th edn) (Oxford University Press, 2016).
40    Alan Robles, “The Philippines’ communist rebellion is Asia’s longest-running insurgency,” South China 
Morning Post, September 16, 2019, https://www.scmp.com/week-asia/politics/article/3027414/explained-
philippines-communist-rebellion-asias-longest-running.
41    Stuart Lau, “China’s New Boogieman: Europe,” Politico, March 29, 2021
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(source: unsplash.com)

Furthermore, scares around Confucius Institutes are only stopping access to the 
learning of the Chinese language and therefore making it harder for Westerners to 
engage with mainlanders. It is far from ideological warfare, and you could more 
easily draw a comparison with the British Council than with an intelligence operation, 
so respecting these offices for international co-operation should be priorities for all 
governments who wish to gain soft power. On the other hand, promoting alarmism 
will simply stop individuals making their own minds up about a topic, not to mention 
create obstacles before cultural and people-to-people exchanges.

Myanmar is an interesting example of the so-called ideological warfare recently. 
The anti-military demonstrators are supposedly “Milk Tea Alliance” supporters who 
rocked Hong Kong and Thailand with anti-government/anti mainland messages. 
However the military junta is not close to Beijing either. Beijing for example 
supported the communist party of Burma which was opposed to the Junta during the 
1980s42 . 

Recent news has also suggested that China’s Sinovac has performed poorly in 
comparison to other vaccines.43 Although this has been disproved by further research 
later, Beijing’s willingness for mixing vaccines again show that in reality China 
wants to work with the West for the benefit of mankind. The sharing of medical 
services may be the key to get the borders back open in time and spur international 
cooperation.

42     John G. Garver, Protracted Contest: Sino-Indian Rivalry in the Twentieth Century (New Delhi: 
Oxford, 2001), 254-55.
43     “China Considers Mixing COVID-19 Vaccines to boost protection rate,” Reuters, April 12, 
2021, https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-considering-mixing-covid-19-vaccines-due-low-
efficacy-rates-2021-04-11/.
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3.3  Is this the true end of the Post-Soviet era?

In 1991 when the Soviet flag was lowered for the last time over the Kremlin, the 
United States was a unipolar power. However, the hegemon of the world was found 
to have a weakness in the wake of 9/11, and the resulting failed “war on terror” only 
bled American lives and funds. The following years saw China’s rise. 

Talk of a post post-Soviet era has dominated the political and academic discussions. 
In the meantime, the idea of having to deal with the perceived rise of China ignited 
tireless search for a strategy which, in the eyes of the Western policy-makers, include 
such options as  undermining Chinese technology investments abroad or the BRI44 
without considerations that such policy choices may run the risk of plunging the 
world into a second and pointless cold war. 

The U.S. is surely in the throes of a drastic shift in foreign policy. President Biden has 
announced that US troops will pull out of Afghanistan by September 11 and will 
deploy an additional 500 troops to Germany, reversing the Trump administration’s 
decision to withdraw up to 12,000 troops from its ally.45 China should not see 
Washington’s withdrawal from Afghanistan as the U.S. pulling out of its “World 
Police” role but rather letting China deal with the extremist threat in its own back 
yard. In the shape of the Wakan Corridor, the PRC and Afghanistan share a short but 
important border, and if China were to get involved with Afghanistan, it could be a 
trap set to entangle them in the same way it bled resources from the Western coalition 
and the Soviet Union. However, since Afghanistan will experience a power vacuum 
once US military support leaves, it may be up to China to deal with a resurgent 
Taliban over the next decade.

In the words of former Premier Zhou Enlai. “It is too soon to say” if this is now the 
true end to the post-Soviet era but it is certainly the beginning of a new world where 
not just China will have a far bigger role to play, but analysts and policy makers 
should expect the PRC to start acting like the superpower it already is. China and the 
West are far too entrenched in each others’ science, business and security to kick off a 
new cold war. Instead we should watch for China not only trying to take a leadership 
role but also a constructive one with the West, which may well mean the end of the 
post-Soviet civilizational hangover.
44     Stuart Lau, “China’s New Boogieman: Europe,” Politico, March 29, 2021, https://www.politico.eu/
article/chinas-new-bogeyman-europe/?utm_source=pocket-newtab-global-en-GB.
45     Laurenz Gehrke, “US to Deploy 500 additional troops this year,” Politico, April 13, 2021, https://
www. politico.eu/article/us-to-deploy-another-500-troops-in-germany-this-year/.
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It goes without saying that resolving some of the world’s intractable problems require 
China’s cooperation. If areas such as climate change (COP 26, space and Middle 
East security now involve China, then the West should allow them to do so by 
fostering cooperation and showing that a multipolar world is nothing to be afraid of 
in the reality of modern international relations. One could argue that we are long past 
the post-Soviet era and more the post-pandemic era. For both China and the West, 
that may mean respecting each others’ pecularities as true cultural differences, and 
maintaining grudging good relations while cutting carbon and genuinely making both 
scientific and cultural progress.  Via mutual respect and sound cooperation, the world 
can recover equilibrium after such a painful few years. 

4. Conclusion

Cooperation and competition have been the buzzwords of international affairs since 
the Biden administration took office in the White House. Confusion seems to still 
reign the minds of decision-makers in Washington when it comes to defining new 
policies vis-a-vis China as the oxymoron terms such as cooperative competition 
indicate.

One of the most quoted expressions of the Alaska talks was “speaking from a position 
of strength”. As its meaning was referred to by both sides during the talks, the new 
U.S. concept of cooperative or collaborative competition is also reminiscent of a 
self-appointed position of strength as it begs the question of who is in a position of 
deciding or imposing a selective cooperation or selective competition approach. What 
is the policy alternative if the other side doesn’t cooperate with you on the areas you 
wish to cooperate or out-competes you in the areas you want to compete?

Therefore, a non-selective cooperation is the way forward since it is a proven 
and mutually beneficial method. Cooperation can also manage differences and 
competition.

The western and particularly the American mantra needs to come to terms with 
the peaceful rise of China and reset its mindset fixated on that it needs to rule 
international order and system. Such thoughts are the legacy of colonial approaches 
and should have no place in the 21st century. Hierarchical structures, which dominated 
Western society, either in the form of monarchies or ecclesiastical ones, for centuries 
have no place in running international affairs which has its own dynamics. 
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China poses no existential threat to the U.S.. However, when you treat one as an 
enemy, you get an enemy. Cooperation is the way to overcome all these obstacles. 
The U.S. has to cooperate with China if it wants to have any chance of effectively 
addressing pandemic diseases, climate change and the proliferation of nuclear 
weapons,  just to give a few particular examples. The Paris (Climate) Agreement and 
the Iran nuclear deal were partly products of U.S.-China cooperation. 

Taihe Institute Observer has shown through its April and May ‘21 issues that there 
are numerous and highly important areas both the U.S. and China can cooperate with 
multiple benefits not only for both countries but also the rest of the world. 

If the existence and benefits of such cooperative policy choices are to be ignored and 
that the Biden administration will shy away from cooperation with China, let them 
“build the blades for wind tribunes in Pittsburgh instead of Beijing” as Biden put it 
during his first address as the President to a joint session of the U.S. Congress. The 
question is, can you out-innovate and out-produce a worthy competitor like China? 
China will surely welcome competition if the U.S. so chooses. That is why we will 
focus on the competition theme in U.S.-China relationship in our next (June ‘21) 
issue. Stay tuned.

(Contributors to this article: Austin Clayton, Christian John Hayward, Kang Yingyue, Bunthorn 
Sok, Mevlut Katik)
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